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I
n 2012, the Governor and Michigan Legislature passed legislation requiring the Michigan Virtual University® (MVU®) 
to establish a center for online learning research and innovation, and through this center, directed MVU to work 
on a variety of projects. The center, known formally as the Michigan Virtual Learning Research InstituteTM (MVLRITM), 
is a natural extension of the work of MVU. Established in 1998, MVU’s mission is to serve as a catalyst for change by 
providing quality Internet-based programs that strengthen teaching and learning for K-12 education. Toward that 
end, the core strategies of MVLRI are:
• Research — Expand the K-12 online and blended learning knowledge base through high-quality, high-impact research;
• Policy — Inform local, state, and national public education policy strategies that reinforce and support online  
and blended learning opportunities for the K-12 community;
• Innovation — Experiment with new technologies and online learning models to foster expanded learning  
opportunities for K-12 students; and
• Networks — Develop human and web-based applications and infrastructures for sharing information and  
implementing K-12 online and blended learning best practices.
MVU dedicates staf members to MVLRI projects as well as augments its capacity through a Fellows program drawing 
from state and national experts in K-12 online learning from K-12 schooling, higher education, and private industry. 
These experts work alongside MVU staf to provide research, evaluation, and development expertise and support.
ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Michael K. Barbour is the Director of Doctoral Studies for the Isabelle Farrington College of Education and an 
Assistant Professor of Educational Leadership at Sacred Heart University. He has been involved with K-12 online 
learning for over 15 years as a researcher, evaluator, teacher, course designer, and administrator. His research has 
focused on the efective design, delivery, and support of K-12 online learning, particularly for students located in rural 
jurisdictions. Recently, Dr. Barbour’s focus has shifted to policy related to efective online learning environments. This 
has resulted in invitations to testify before House and Senate committees in several states, as well as consulting for 
Ministries of Education across Canada and in New Zealand.
Tom Clark, President of TA Consulting, provides evaluation and related services for a wide variety of organizations. 
He has led evaluations of state virtual schools in four states and in Chicago Public Schools and has evaluated online 
and technology-related programs ranging from a $9.1 million federal program to postsecondary and statewide K-12 
programs. An advisor for the U.S. Department of Education’s Evaluating Online Learning (2008), he has published 
works on distance and online learning. Dr. Clark completed his Ph.D. in the Department of Educational Administration 
and Higher Education at Southern Illinois University where he also received his M.S.Ed. and B.S.
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Abstract
Public Act 60 (2013) of the Michigan Legislature tasked Michigan Virtual University, through its Michigan Virtual 
Learning Research Institute, to “[r]esearch, develop, and recommend annually to the department criteria by which 
cyber schools and online course providers should be monitored and evaluated to ensure a quality education for 
their pupils.”  This report provides relevant background information on and an overview of existing models of 
cyber and online evaluation, both of which serve to inform the forthcoming recommendations. In this report, 
the authors review existing literature related to the evaluation of cyber schools, online, and blended provid-
ers, and identify ive constructs for course and provider evaluation and approval using examples from Georgia, 
Maryland, California, Washington, Minnesota, Colorado, and British Columbia, Canada. The report concludes 
with potential models and key guidelines states might consider in order to ensure a quality online education is 
available for all of their pupils.
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INTRODUCTION
The use of online learning in K-12 education has expanded signiicantly throughout the United States and 
internationally (Barbour, 2012; Barbour et al., 2011; Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin & Rapp, 2012).  Recent estimates 
indicate that anywhere from two to six million U.S. K-12 students are engaged in some form of online or blended 
learning (Ambient Insights, 2012; Watson et al., 2012; Wicks, 2010). The state of Michigan has also seen growth in 
online enrollments, recording over 185,000 virtual enrollments in the 2012-13 school year based on data from the 
Center for Educational Performance and Information. More information on online learning in Michigan can be found 
in the K-12 Online Learning Efectiveness Report available on the Michigan Virtual Learning Research Institute website.1  
In 2010, the Michigan legislature lifted the ban it had imposed on cyber charter schools (Michigan Public Act No. 
227, 2011). Two years later, the legislature lifted restrictions it had placed upon the growth of cyber charter schools 
and created policies intended to further facilitate the growth of online learning (Michigan Public Act No. 129, 2012).  
However, the growth of K-12 online learning – in Michigan and elsewhere – has outpaced the availability of research 
useful in judging its quality (Barbour, 2013; Cavanaugh, Barbour, & Clark, 2009).
With the passage of Michigan Public Act 201 during the 2012 legislative session,2 the Michigan Virtual University was 
tasked with the creation of a center for online learning research and innovation, since renamed the Michigan Virtual 
Learning Research Institute.  The purpose of the Institute was to “support and accelerate innovation in education…. 
[and] provide leadership for this state’s system of online and blended learning education…” (Michigan Public Act 
No. 201, 2012). One of the speciic tasks the legislature outlined for this new research center (and renewed through 
Michigan Public Act No. 60 of 2013) was to “research, develop, and recommend annually to the Michigan Department 
of Education criteria by which cyber schools and online course providers should be monitored and evaluated to 
ensure a quality education for their pupils.”  The purpose of this report is to work towards fulilling this objective 
by examining existing policies and practices related to the evaluation and approval of online learning in the 50 
states while considering relevant international examples, such as those arising from Canada’s province-based K-12 
education systems, and to use those examples to inform cyber, online, and blended provider evaluations in the state 
of Michigan. 
This report begins with a review of the existing literature related to the evaluation of cyber schools, and online and 
blended providers intended to provide necessary background information. It continues with a brief description 
of the methodology used to undertake this case study of evaluation processes, outlining data collection methods 
that included surveys, interviews, and document analysis. Next, a snapshot of approval processes across the United 
States, followed by evaluation and approval constructs for online and blended courses and providers are presented; 
then, in-depth proiles of unique state approval processes are shared. Finally, the report concludes with approval and 
evaluation considerations and policy considerations states might consider in order to ensure quality online education  
for all of their pupils. Formal recommendations for evaluation of cyber schools and online course providers will be 
submitted by MVLRI no later than September 30, 2014. 
QUALITY IN ONLINE COURSES
The most common approach to assessing quality in K-12 online learning is evaluation of course content. This method 
of evaluation has a history almost as long as K-12 online learning itself. Early K-12 online learning initiatives, such as 
the Virtual High School Global Consortium3 and Electronic Classroom of Tomorrow,4 developed design standards that 
were used in the development of their online course content. In the case of the Virtual High School Global Consortium 
(later Virtual High School Inc. and now VHS Collaborative), these standards were used as the basis of an online 
professional development course that all potential VHS Collaborative teachers had to complete (Zucker & Kozma, 
2003). Over the past 15 years, organizations like the National Education Association (NEA) and the Southern Regional 
Education Board (SREB) have also released “national standards” to measure the quality of online course content. 
Quality standards often draw upon or incorporate content from prior standards eforts. Comparisons of standards 
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have been completed on some aspects of quality. For example, Kennedy and Archambault (2012) developed a 
crosswalk of standards related to online teaching.5 
In 2007, the International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL), the largest association of K-12 online and 
blended learning professionals, released the irst edition of their National Standards for Quality Online Courses.  “As a 
result of the research review, [iNACOL chose] to fully endorse the work of the SREB Quality Online Course Standards as 
a comprehensive set of criteria…. with an additional rubric for the inclusion of 21st century skills” (North American 
Council for Online Learning, 2007, p. 2). In 2011, iNACOL released a second edition of their National Standards for 
Quality Online Courses, based on the work of the California Learning Resource Network and the Texas Education 
Agency’s Texas Virtual School Network (TxVSN). The second edition includes a more expanded version of a rubric 
developed by the TxVSN that can be used to evaluate the quality of online course content. These standards were 
developed through a process of expert consensus. Subsequently, California, Florida, Michigan, Ohio, and Texas are 
among the states that have adopted the iNACOL standards for use in evaluation and approval processes. 
Originally developed through the U.S. Department of Education’s Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary 
Education Grant (Shattuck, 2007), the Quality Matters Program6  (QM), a not-for-proit organization, was targeted 
towards post-secondary online courses and provides a review process based on 40 speciic standards grouped 
under eight general standards (Legon & Runyon, 2007). Since 2005, each speciic QM post-secondary standard has 
been supported by a full review of the published research literature in post-secondary education7 where far more 
research is available. However, recognizing the diferences in K-12 education, QM worked with Florida Virtual School 
in 2008 to develop a Grades 6-12 rubric. Revised and renamed the QM K-12 Secondary Rubric in 2013, the new 
42-standard rubric is supported by the emerging K-12 research literature and pilot studies, and integrates existing 
standards such as those from iNACOL, the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE), Partnership for 
21st Century Skills, and SREB. The K-12 Program also supports a publisher rubric for school subscriber use in reviews 
of third-party courses. QM ofers training and certiication programs for higher education, K-12 education, publishers, 
and continuing and professional education programs. Subscribers can use the QM process to design and/or certify 
online courses through research, best practices, and external peer review. About 5% of the 800 current institutional 
subscribers are K-12 online learning programs (Quality Matters, 2013). However, with an annual fee and additional 
associated costs, widespread use of this course certiication process at the K-12 level remains limited. 
The section of online course standards—whichever set of standards are selected by a state—represent a positive 
step forward for a state, but only to the degree in which these standards are validated by research and revised 
continuously based on review feedback. To date, many standards represent practitioners’ best thinking or are 
distillations from evidence in higher education. These steps were necessary for a ield in its infancy, but as the ield has 
grown older, greater emphasis must be placed on verifying the suppositions upon which standards are based. 
QUALITY IN ONLINE PROGRAMS
Research on quality online programs is largely limited to comparisons of student performance in online environments 
against brick-and-mortar environments. It is worth noting that the majority of this research literature has found 
that supplemental (part-time) K-12 online learning students perform as well or slightly better than their brick-and-
mortar counterparts, with students in blended learning environments demonstrating the greatest learning outcomes 
(Cavanaugh, 2001; Cavanaugh, Gillan, Kromrey, Hess, & Blomeyer, 2004; Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2010; 
Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Bakia, 2013). 
Aside from research, there have been a number of policy documents released speaking to the quality of online 
programs. For example, in addition to its standards addressing courses, iNACOL has produced the National Standards 
for Quality Online Programs (Pape & Wicks, 2009). These standards were designed to provide K-12 online learning 
organizations and stakeholders such as lawmakers and policymakers “with a set of quality guidelines for online 
program leadership, instruction, content, support services, and evaluation” (p. 4). 
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In October 2012, iNACOL released their Measuring Quality from Inputs to Outcomes: Creating Student Learning 
Performance Metrics and Quality Assurance for Online Schools (Patrick, Edwards, Wicks, & Watson, 2012). An extension 
of their earlier policy recommendations, the authors suggested that for full-time online schools, policymakers 
should focus on student outcomes such as “proiciency, individual student growth along a trajectory, graduation 
rates, college and career readiness, closing the achievement gap, and idelity to a student’s academic goal.” The 
authors recommended that policymakers use multiple measures to determine the quality of full-time online 
programs. Performance metrics suggested for supplemental online courses were more limited and focused on 
“proiciency, growth, and attainment of college- and career-ready knowledge and skills” (p. 18). However, the authors 
acknowledged that supplemental programs frequently lack access to data needed to measure student growth such as 
student educational history or performance in courses provided by the home district.
The most direct guidance for lawmakers was presented by the National Education Policy Center as a part of their 
Online K-12 Schooling in the U.S. initiative that resulted in two publications. In the irst report, Glass and Welner 
(2011) described many of the policy issues facing K-12 online learning programs. The authors also made policy 
recommendations related to the authentication of student work, iscal and instructional regulations, audits, and 
accreditation. Publication of this policy brief was accompanied by the publication of Model Legislation Related to 
Online Learning Opportunities for Students in Public Elementary and Secondary Education Schools (Bathon, 2011). This 
model included 13 pages of speciic legislative language that was prepared based on the existing legislation in all 
50 states to cover “the issues of systemic integrity: reliability of budgets, authentication of student work, quality of 
instruction, idelity of the virtual teaching staf, and clear, yet highly developed, state regulations” (p. 1). What is most 
interesting about this model legislation that it was based primarily on existing legislative examples from states that 
included Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Idaho, Maine, Montana, Nebraska, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, 
Washington, and Wisconsin. 
METHODOLOGY
To thoroughly understand the landscape of online and blended evaluations, a case study methodology was used 
(Stake, 1995). In this instance, the individual states constituted the smaller cases – or embedded units of analysis, 
as described by Yin (2003) – while the entire United States was the larger case. Data collection began with a review 
of existing documents (Bowen, 2009), speciically the Keeping Pace with K-12 Online and Blended Learning reports 
and a variety of documents available from the various Departments of Education. The initial document review was 
conducted using a web-based survey sent to State Department of Education oicials in each of the 50 states (Marshall 
& Rossman, 1999). For states where the oicials were unresponsive, direct telephone contact by the researchers was 
attempted in order to complete the survey through direct telephone contact. Based on the document review and 
the survey responses, six states were selected to collect additional information through interviews with state oicials 
or conduct extensive document analysis (Fontana & Frey, 2000). These additional states were selected because they 
provided representative or unique examples that the researchers wanted to highlight.
NATIONAL LANDSCAPE OF ONLINE PROVIDER APPROVAL AND EVALUATION 
PROCESSES
While there may be unique variation in any individual model (as discussed later), many states follow similar approval 
processes.  According to Watson et al. (2013), 10 states require only provider-level approval, ive require only course-
level approval, and six require both provider and course level approval. In some states that require provider approval, 
the requirement only extends to cyber charter schools and multi-district providers, and is waived or greatly reduced 
for single-district providers (as seen with Washington). In states that require course-level approval, such reviews are 
typically carried out by the state education agency or an entity designated by the state. 
Evaluation and Approval Constructs for Online and Blended Courses and Providers
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According to Watson et al. (2013), 29 states do not require either provider or course level approval. In many of these 
states, approval and reporting requirements for cyber charter schools are the same as state and federal reporting 
requirements for brick-and-mortar schools. Some states with no provider or course-level approval requirements, 
such as Alabama, Connecticut, and Delaware, have no fully-online schools and limited online learning in the state. 
While this may be the case for these states and some others, it is not reasonable to conclude that all policy (or lack 
thereof ) precedes or responds to growth in online learning in all states. For example, Watson et al. report that Indiana, 
Louisiana, and Oklahoma each have at least two fully online cyber charters (four in Oklahoma) serving students 
statewide yet require no provider or course-level approval. 
Image 1. National Map of Online Provider and Course Approval
  Provider Level                   Course Level                    Provider and Course Level                   No Approval  
As with approval processes, some states have similar evaluation processes. In states such as Montana and South 
Dakota, the state education agency has established criteria for online courses and reviews all online courses against 
those criteria. Other states, such as Oregon and Oklahoma, require online courses to conform to local school board 
policies and local online course guidelines.
EVALUATION AND APPROVAL CONSTRUCTS FOR ONLINE AND BLENDED 
COURSES AND PROVIDERS
While conducting the state policy analysis to understand what states must consider when planning for 
implementation of a course and/or program approval process or critically evaluating existing measures, ive online 
and blended course and provider evaluation and approval constructs emerged. The constructs are not necessarily 
exhaustive, and they are not intended to serve as best-practice recommendations regarding approval or evaluation 
processes. Rather, they are intended as a starting point for states to better understand their own processes and to 
Table of Contents
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identify strengths, weaknesses, and areas of excellent coverage while also discovering possible areas to omit. The 
results of the state policy analysis are discussed below in conjunction with each of the evaluation and approval 
constructs for online and blended courses and providers. Examples are provided when applicable.  
Level of Evaluation and Approval
Level of evaluation and approval refers to the unit under review. States typically either focus at the provider level, 
developing approval and evaluation criteria for entire programs and/or cyber schools, or at the course level, requiring 
each course to undergo approval regardless of provider approval status. Provider and course level evaluations are 
not mutually exclusive, and some states, such as Georgia, have developed distinct evaluation and approval criteria for 
each level.
Georgia. Under Senate Bill 289 (2012)8 all local school systems must provide opportunities for participation in part-
time and full-time virtual instruction program options to all public school students enrolled in grades three through 
12 who reside within their attendance boundaries. In addition to mandates for access to online learning, Georgia also 
requires approval and ongoing evaluation at the provider and course levels.  
Provider level. All virtual instruction programs in Georgia must be approved by the Department of Education, and the 
Department will provide a list of approved providers annually to local school systems. To be approved, providers must 
document the following. 
• Prior, successful experience ofering online courses, as demonstrated through quantiied student 
performance improvements for each subject area and grade level.
• Instructional and curricular quality through a detailed curriculum and student performance accountability 
plan.
• Information and data about each full-time and part-time program, including:
• curriculum; 
• school policies and procedures;
• certiication status of all administrative and instructional personnel;
• teacher-student ratios;
• student completion and promotion rates; and
• student, educator, and school performance accountability outcomes.
Additionally, as part of the provider approval and contract process, providers must detail curriculum plans about how 
student services will be provided and how proiciency in state and national standards will be measured.
Course level. House Bill 175 (2012)9 established a clearinghouse of distance learning courses through which local 
school systems and charter schools may ofer their computer-based courses to students in other local school systems 
and charter schools. It also mandates that the Georgia Department of Education review the content of each course 
prior to including it in the clearinghouse to ensure that it meets state curriculum standards.
Maryland. Maryland is an example of a state that focuses approval exclusively at the course level. The Maryland 
Virtual Learning Opportunities program, managed by the Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE), provides 
online courses to in-state students through the Maryland Virtual School (in collaboration with local districts) and 
oversees the state legislated course approval process. Maryland does not have any multi-district or statewide online 
programs, and virtual charter schools are prohibited in the state. All courses in which more than 80% of content and 
instruction is delivered online must be approved by MSDE.
Table of Contents
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Online courses must be taught by teachers who meet highly qualiied status under NCLB and are certiied in the 
content of the course. Courses can be reviewed either by a team of reviewers at the MSDE or local district; MSDE also 
recognizes courses reviewed and certiied by Quality Matters. Reviews are conducted by panels of highly qualiied 
teachers who examine the courses for alignment with both the Maryland content (including Common Core) and 
national content standards as well as the MSDE instructional design standards. The reviews cover 30 criteria in 
three areas: curriculum, instructional design, and student assessment; legal requirements; and accessibility. The 
rubric has recently been updated with diferent scoring criteria and can be found on the Maryland Virtual Learning 
Opportunities website.10
Approval Requirement
Approval requirement refers to whether or not the approval and evaluation procedures (at any level) are required by 
the state or are optional. Required approval and evaluation are often necessary to ofer online programs or courses 
in a particular state and/or are tied to state funding. In the cases of optional approval and evaluation, the procedures 
are typically neither mandated nor necessarily developed by the state; however, there typically exists some additional 
external pressure or motivation to undergo approval. 
California.  California does not currently have in place a state-mandated approval process for online courses or 
providers, leaving the discretion over course purchasing and credit-granting to individual schools and districts. 
CLRN Review Process. The California Learning Resource Network (CLRN) was established in 1999 as part of the 
Statewide Education Technology Services Learning Resource contract, awarded by the California Department of 
Education. CLRN’s primary focus is to provide online course evaluations for alignment with Common Core or state 
content standards and nationally recognized quality standards. CLRN also reviews open educational resources (OER) 
and supplemental electronic learning resources for their alignment to content standards. 
CLRN’s reviewers receive training on California’s Standards for Evaluating Instructional Materials for Social Content.11 
Additionally, reviewers become well-versed in iNACOL’s National Standards for Quality Online Courses. Review teams, 
consisting of three members, conduct reviews to ind evidence of instances within each course that demonstrate 
alignment to content and quality standards.
Review indings are published in CLRN’s course review repository and remain there for three years or until a course is 
discontinued, whichever comes irst. CLRN also certiies those courses that meet 15 select course quality standards – 
known as “Power Standards” – with the status of CLRN-Certiied®.  Approximately 50% of courses with current reviews 
are CLRN-Certiied®.
There is also a process by which online courses are used to fulill university admission requirements within the state. 
The University of California has revised its online course policy for the 2013-2014 school year in an efort to uphold the 
University’s Board of Admissions and Relations with Schools Statement on K-12 Online Learning. The statement outlines 
a number of requirements that online courses must meet in order to be used to fulill admission requirements to the 
University of California, including an adherence to the iNACOL National Standards for Quality Online Courses. Courses 
published by public online schools or course publishers serving public institutions with a single set of content standards 
(California state content standards or Common Core State Standards) must irst achieve CLRN-Certiied® status to earn 
what is known as “a-g” approval, and additionally, must satisfy 80% of the remaining iNACOL quality standards.
Though these processes do much to inform the buying audiences for online courseware, poorly reviewed courses and 
resources are still prevalent in California’s K-12 institutions (B. Bridges, personal communication, September 18, 2013). 
As evidenced in CLRN’s 2013 e-Learning Census survey, price is the main determining factor for online course buyers 
in districts and direct-funded charters. With no formal statewide approval mechanisms in place, institutions are free to 




Geographic reach refers to the diferentiation of approval and evaluation processes based on the reach of the online 
course or provider (multi-district, single-district). Instead of a singular approval process, states may develop speciic 
approval and evaluation requirements and criteria for providers who wish to ofer their courses to students outside of 
their resident district. 
Washington. Washington is a unique example in that the state originally developed approval and evaluation criteria 
in response to multi-district providers and has adapted (with some changes) the multi-district process to single-
district providers.  According to the Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 28A.25012 and Washington Administrative 
Code (WAC) 392-502-020,13 online providers must be approved by the State of Washington’s Superintendent of Public 
Instruction for districts to collect state funding, to the extent otherwise allowed by state law, for courses ofered 
by those providers in accordance with Washington law. This approval process makes a distinction between multi-
district and single-district online course providers, as well as a third path known as the “ailiate option.” Single district 
providers may not exceed 10% of the total program headcount of students who reside outside of the geographic 
boundaries of the district. If single district programs exceed this 10% threshold, they must apply for multidistrict 
online provider approval. Ailiate programs may serve a population whose out-of-district contingency is 10% or 
more without submitting to a full review if the program is completely outsourced to a previously approved provider 
that administers the LMS, curriculum, and instruction. This option essentially attaches the program’s approved status 
to that of their contracted program provider and was intended as a means of avoiding the subjection of identical 
programs to separate full reviews.
Online course provider approval was developed in response to a perceived need to assure on-going quality of 
multi-district providers and was originally targeted toward these providers. In 2011, the state legislature expanded 
legislation pertaining to approval to all online course providers, producing two alternative paths to approval, in 
addition to the multi-district provider path: the single-district and ailiate options. The original spirit of the existing 
legislation did not intend for locally-implemented online school programs to be subject to a full review. As a result, 
the single-district program approval process has become much more streamlined than the multi-district approval 
process. Table 2 in the appendix, developed based on Washington legislative documents and conirmed through 
conversations with individuals from Washington’s Digital Learning Department, clariies the approval requirements for 
multi-district, single district, and ailiate providers.  
The approval process is conducted by the Oice of Superintendent of Public Instruction’s Digital Learning 
Department (DLD). The DLD produces an annual report, available on the DLD website14 detailing online student 
demographics, program enrollments, non-resident enrollments, assessment results, student achievement, and 
certiicated instructional staf ratios.
Delivery Model
Delivery model refers to diferential approval and evaluation procedures based on how course content and 
instruction are delivered. A necessary pre-condition for this dimension is a clear deinition of online course/learning 
and blended course/learning, which speciies the delivery, as well as the communication and contact expectations, 
while also setting a threshold for the distinction between online and blended. The Maryland online course review 
is required for all courses in which 80% of the content and instruction is delivered online, and Minnesota requires 
provider approval in cases where more than 50% of instruction is delivered online (Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, 
& Rapp, 2013). Instead of setting a threshold, some states have adopted a deinition similar to the one proposed by 
Staker and Horn (2012). For example, Ohio Senate Bill 316 (2012)15 stated “blended learning means the delivery of 
instruction in a combination of time in a supervised physical location away from home and online delivery whereby 
the student has some element of control over time, place, path, or pace of learning.” 
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Ohio public schools and charter schools must advise the state if they use a blended learning model. If they do, they 
must meet reporting requirements diferent than those required for fully online or cyber schools. States may set their 
own thresholds or adopt their own deinitions, but it is worth considering where that line rests and the impact it may 
have on blended and online learning programs in the state. 
Table 1. Evaluation and Approval Constructs for Online and Blended Course Providers
LEVEL OF EVALUATION AND APPROVAL
Provider Level Course Level
Approval based on evaluation and determination of 
quality of online provider or program.
Approval required for every online course ofered, 
regardless of provider approval.
APPROVAL REQUIREMENT
Optional Approval Required Approval
Approval not mandated by state but may be 
recognized and/or required by higher education 
institutions.
Approval mandated by state, sometimes tied to 
funding.
GEOGRAPHIC REACH
Multi-District Multi-District & Single District Single-District
Speciic approval requirements 
for providers enrolling a certain 
threshold percentage of students 
outside their district.
Identical approval processes for 
multi-district and single-district 
providers.
Speciic approval requirements for 
providers enrolling students only 
in their district or enrolling outside 




Speciic approval requirements for online courses 
that are delivered fully online with little to no face-
to-face contact between instructors and students.
Speciic approval requirements for courses that are 
delivered online with a certain threshold of content 
delivered face-to-face.
EVALUATION AND APPROVAL PROCEDURES
Front- End Approval Front-End Approval & Ongoing 
Monitoring
Annual Monitoring / Audits
Initial approval is singular 
requirement for online providers.
Providers are required to be 
approved prior to ofering any 
courses and must undergo annual 
performance evaluations.
Providers are not required to 
undergo initial approval but must 
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Evaluation and Approval Procedures
This dimension refers to the nature of approval and evaluation procedures as a one-time requirement or an on-going 
(typically annual) requirement. There is considerable variability in this dimension across states, even in those with 
similar models. 
Colorado. Colorado is an example of a state that currently requires front-end approval after removing many of its 
on-going monitoring and reporting requirements. According to the Rules for the Administration, Certiication and 
Oversight of Colorado Online Programs16 released by the Colorado State Board of Education, multi-district online 
programs must be certiied by the Department and approved for operation by the Authorizer. 
Authorizers must submit an application detailing evidence of adequate resources and capacity to oversee the online 
program based on the following:
• curriculum and instruction;
• use of software applications and technology;
• data gathering, analysis, and reporting;
• human resources management; and
• inancial management, facilities management, and risk management.
Colorado House Bill 11-1277 (2011)17 repealed mandates around multi-district online programs enacted in 2007. 
These mandates included the creation of a Division of Online Learning at the Colorado Department of Education 
established to (among other tasks) develop a review process whereby the division would review multi-district 
programs two years after initial certiication, establish annual reporting requirements, evaluate reports from online 
programs, and publish annual reports concerning online programs. These on-going reporting requirements were 
removed, and House Bill 11-1277 introduced new (signiicantly reduced) reporting requirements and mandated 
that each online program must submit data annually to its authorizers and the Department of Education regarding 
inancial and accounting practices and any proposed changes to multi-district program oferings (i.e. expanding 
grade levels served, change in education service providers). House Bill 11-1277 did not focus exclusively on online 
learning. It streamlined state mandates and reporting requirements on school districts in several other areas, 
including special education and alternative schools.
British Columbia, Canada. One international example of measuring the quality of online programs both at the 
front and through ongoing monitoring comes from the Canadian Province of British Columbia. School districts in 
British Columbia that wish to ofer distance learning must irst enter into a district agreement with the Ministry of 
Education.18 This agreement outlines a variety of requirements that districts must follow in operating their distance 
learning program (Barbour, 2010). A component of these agreements required that districts had to follow the 
Standards for K-12 Distributed Learning in British Columbia19 and the Standards for Digital Learning Content in British Columbia.20
In addition to these initial requirements, the Ministry of Education also implemented a quality review process that 
includes two components (LaBonte, 2011). The irst component is an internal review that includes quantitative data 
(e.g., achievement, student satisfaction, etc.) and qualitative data (e.g., documenting instructional and leadership 
practices based loosely on the Communities of Inquiry framework).21 The second component is an audit conducted 
by an external review team, often consisting of former distance learning administrators or a distance learning 
administrator from another program in the province, as well as other independent consultants. 
Only a certain number of distance learning programs can be audited each year, which means that programs are not 
audited annually (Barbour, 2011). The overall goal of the audit process is not punitive in nature. These audits provide 
feedback to the distance learning program’s staf to allow them to improve the operation of their individual program. 
This process is akin to the school accreditation process, although the two processes are not linked. 
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CONSIDERATIONS
 
In preparing this report, we found a wide range of policies and practices related to the evaluation of online learning in 
the U.S. and Canada, as illustrated through in-depth proiles. Each state has a unique policy and practice environment 
that those recommending potential models and guidelines to a given state must keep in mind. 
Assessing quality in online courses is the most common evaluation approach. The course approval processes of the 
CLRN and Maryland Virtual Learning Opportunities Program are good examples to consider. Additionally, QM, which 
oversees course reviews under their standards, and CLRN which conducts reviews against the iNACOL standards, both 
provide consistent and reliable application of these standards. States considering using national online course review 
standards should seek to ensure consistent and reliable implementation of online course reviews. Such steps would 
help states justify their use in the evaluation of the quality of K-12 online courses. 
The education of students participating in full-time online learning programs as opposed to taking one or two 
courses online should be of special concern to states. Efective processes for evaluating the quality of online programs 
are needed. The use of periodic external program audits by dedicated teams of experts, as found in British Columbia, 
can play a valuable role in ensuring program quality and can provide a mechanism for starting program shutdown 
when absolutely needed. It can also provide an avenue for helping programs remediate quality problems. Another 
valuable practice to consider is a state review after two years of operation, either as part of an audit process, or as a less 
intensive paper review process performed across all emerging programs, in states where there are many programs.
Some states have sought to limit access to full-time online learning programs, and the research evidence suggests 
that there is some merit to this approach (Miron, Horvitz, & Gulosino, 2013). However, rigorous monitoring and 
performance requirements should allow states, over time, to ensure that full-time programs are of high quality. The 
state of Washington serves as a good example of ways to provide an additional focus on the quality of full-time online 
learning programs when compared to part-time programs, making the most efective use of scarce state evaluation 
resources. Rigorous state requirements may also provide an incentive for full-time program providers to move to 
blended learning models. While a few states impose speciic reporting requirements on blended learning programs, 
many more impose reporting requirements on fully online schools. 
Just as further validation and reliable application of course standards could help states justify the use of K-12 online 
courses in schools, a similar process for widely accepted program standards, such as those from iNACOL, would help 
states justify their use in approving, reviewing, or auditing K-12 online learning programs (such as cyber schools). 
For such steps to occur, much more research is needed on what works in K-12 online learning. State and national 
associations should continue to work with the research community to use feedback from the application process in 
updating the program standards over time and make evidence-based K-12 online learning a reality.
w w w. m v l r i . o r g
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POLICY CONSIDERATIONS
 
Based on this study, the following are ofered for consideration. 
• Continue input-focused evaluation and approval processes for full-time online schools that seek to ensure 
that courses and programs meet basic quality standards during program development and implementation; 
eliminate input processes not supported by research or not showing evidence of student impact.
• Deine and track results for blended schools with a signiicant online learning component (for example, 30%-
80% of learning time online), separate from full-time online schools and from brick-and-mortar schools where 
students engage in supplemental online learning.   
• Given the signiicant performance diference between full-time K-12 online schools and face-to-face schools, 
develop policies that more closely monitor fully online K-12 programs.
• In addition to program audits triggered by speciic circumstances, adopt an intensive state review process 
for full-time online schools that occur at the end of two years of operation or on a periodic basis as funding 
permits. Conduct a less intensive state paper review process on a periodic basis for blended schools with a 
signiicant online learning component. 
• Adopt a student growth model for K-12 student performance data analysis, and provide public online access to 
comparative analyses of data from full-time online, blended, and brick-and-mortar groups of schools, as well as 
of individual schools and other school groupings.
• Adopt processes across states for third party external validation of K-12 online courses and programs, in 
collaboration with professional associations and other parties. 
• Collaborate actively with educational researchers to help build the evidence base for what works in K-12 online 
and blended learning. 
CONCLUSION
This report was developed as background material to support MVLRI as it develops inal recommendations for 
cyber school and online provider evaluations, a task given to the MVU through Public Act 201 of 2012. As this report 
demonstrates, there are many models of approval and evaluation for online courses and providers, all with similar goals 
of ensuring program and course quality but difering greatly in terms of speciic oversight mechanisms. We found no 
such mechanisms in place for blended learning, suggesting a need for new policies in this area. While the indings and 
policy considerations presented here provide a foundation for recommending monitoring and evaluation criteria for 
online courses and providers in Michigan, we hope these indings also prove useful on a national level for states and 
other entities considering options for online and blended approval and evaluation. Developing approval and evaluation 
mechanisms is a complex undertaking. This report is a irst step in understanding that complexity and learning from 
other states that have undertaken this task. 
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Appendix
Table 2. Washington Multi-District, Single District, and Ailiate Approval Requirements
Online providers must submit the following to the Digital Learning Department 















Contact information. X X X
Background information, including basic information about the provider and the 
provider’s business.
X X X
Provider data, including student-to-teacher ratios, completion rates, and passing 
rates.
X X X
Certiicate of assurances. X X
Supporting documentation for criteria, including documents and/or links 
provided by the applicant to assist the review committee when scoring the 
application.
X











Must be accredited or in the process of being accredited and must maintain 
accredited status during approval period.
X X X
Each course and program is aligned with at least 80% of current applicable 
grade/subject area of Washington state standards. For courses not included in 
state standards, at least 80% are aligned with nationally accepted standards.
X X X
All instruction delivered to Washington students is delivered by “highly qualiied” 
Washington teachers.
X X X
High school level courses ofered must be eligible for high school credit. X X X
All current and future courses in applicable areas meet credit/content 
requirements.
X X X
All advanced placement courses have been approved in accordance with the 
college board advanced placement audit.
X X X
Data management systems ensure all student information remains conidential. X X X
Web systems and content meet accessibility conformance levels. X X X
Provide all information as directed or requested by the oice of the 
superintendent of public instruction, secretary for the department of education, 
and other federal oicials for audit, program evaluation compliance, monitoring, 
and other purposes.
X X X
Inform the oice of superintendent of public instruction in writing or any 
signiicant changes to the program.
X X X
Uphold any pertinent federal or state laws, rules or regulations, in the delivery of 
the online course or program.
X X X
Retain responsibility for the quality of course and content ofered, regardless of 
any third-party contractual agreements. X X X
Table of Contents
02217
w w w. m v l r i . o r g
Evaluation and Approval Constructs for Online and Blended Courses and Providers
Appendix
Online providers must submit the following to the Digital Learning Department 






All current and future career and technical education courses (CTE) are aligned to 
Washington CTE program standards and have been approved by CTE oice.
X X X
Abide by any additional assurances required by the superintendent of public 
instruction.
X X X
Acknowledge that in the event the approval of a sourcing provider is rescinded, 
the applying program’s approval will preclude them from continuing to use 
courses ofered by the rescinded provider.
X
Certify that only approved online providers will supply the program’s online 
content and that all of the program’s oferings are from approved providers.
X
Certify that approved online provider(s) will supply the program’s learning 
management system.
X
Certify that the approved online provider(s) will supply all of the program’s 
online teachers, all of whom are certiied Washington state educators.
X
Agree to inform, in writing, the Digital Learning Department of any signiicant 
















Course content and instructional design incorporating course goals and 
outcomes, materials and content organization, and student engagement.
X
Classroom management incorporating grading and privacy policies, internet 
etiquette, and expectations for communications.
X
Student assessment incorporating various types, frequent feedback, and 
appropriateness for the on-line learning environment.
X
Course evaluation and management incorporating strategies for obtaining 
feedback about the courses/programs and processes for quality assurance and 
updating content.
X
Student support incorporating policies and systems to enhance the students’ 
learning experience and their success.
X
School-based support incorporating strategies and systems to allow school-
based staf to support student success.
X
Technology elements, requirements and support including descriptions and 
ease of navigation.
X
Staf development and support including training and on-line instructor 
performance reviews conducted on a planned and regularly scheduled basis.
X
Program management including timeliness and quality of teachers’ responses 
to students, handling of fees, prompt distribution of materials, processing of 
enrollments, and handling fees and payments.
X
The superintendent may require additional approval criteria. X
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